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Deconstruction of Violence in Jacob’s 
Testament (Genesis 49)
The putative blessings of Jacob in Genesis 49, “one of the oldest pieces of 
Hebrew poetry which we possess,”(1) have been studied from the perspective of 
historical-traditional research ad nauseam.  As a collection of well-integrated 
independent tribal sayings,(2) the poem supposedly traverses from the pre-
monarchic time to the rise and fall of the Judean monarchy.  The blended nature 
of the passage displays a plethora of redactional layers— each loaded with a 
mine of historical clues that could yield gold or fold in exegetical studies.  The 
purpose of this article is not to retread the well-trodden path.  Instead, it explores 
a rhetorical effect from the composite nature of the text of Genesis 49, or a 
surplus of meaning that flows out of the textual totality larger than the sum of its 
parts, and its implications on the biblical-theological reflection on violence.
I. Genesis 49: A Composite Text of Dissonance and the Theme of 
Violence
The last words of Jacob in Genesis 49 give expression to the hope and 
despair of a parent for his offspring, whose names function both as the biological 
children of Jacob and as the eponymous tribes of Israel.  As a text anchored in 
the patriarch’s deathbed, the external shape of the passage is beguilingly simple. 
It conjures an impression of a unified collection of the dying father’s words for 
each of his twelve children: Reuben (vv 3-4), Simeon and Levi (vv 5-7), Judah (vv 
8-12), Zebulun (v 13), Issachar (vv 14-15), Dan (vv 16-17), Gad (v 19), Asher (v 
20), Naphtali (v 21), Joseph (vv 22-26), and Benjamin (v 27). 
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Even though it does not pose any particular challenge to break down 
Genesis 49 into discrete units of patriarchal sayings, Jacob’s testament maintains 
a certain sense of literary synergy.  The individual sayings “make less sense as 
isolated statements,”(3) and together they offer a significant perspective upon the 
repeated, if not as much discussed, theme of violence.
In Genesis 49, violence, an impact-rich category for the rise and fall of 
the tribes of Israel, brings down some and elevates others. In the midst of the 
patriarch’s blessings and curses, violence is put forth as a coveted means of 
immediate efficacy, but almost in the same breath its ultimate futility is laid 
bare.  Genesis 49 weaves a text of dissonance, whose ambivalent posture toward 
violence facilitates a cautious reflection on the presumed effectiveness of violent 
means in the affairs of life and history.
In the early stage of interpretation, the subject of violence in Genesis 49 
received little attention, as the chapter was regarded as a case of predictive 
prophecy. The redactional note in 49:1 presages the announcement of “the latter 
things” (’aha˘rît hayyaˉmîm),(4) and much exegetical energy had been expended 
on the question as to whether or how the details of the passage could be brought 
into agreement with later incidents in the history of Israel.  The matching 
exercise of harmonization that failed to produce a convincing scenario of 
historical reconstruction turned a blind eye to the process in which violence was 
being divested of its luster as a tool to shape future.
In the contemporary exegesis interpreters have approached Genesis 49 as 
a more nuanced piece of poetry than a clear case of perfect prophecy.  They 
conclude that the chapter is a mixture of the description of the past and the 
prescription for the future. This temporal hybridity stirs up colorful exegetical 
possibilities, creating a set of onerous tasks for translators, as Raymond de Hoop 
repeatedly points out in his massive study of Genesis 49.(5)  De Hoop takes the 
literary context as a trustworthy guide to translation, but the context can only be 
set through the interpretive process involved in translation, let alone that Genesis 
49 largely lacks contextual data.  The poetic ambiguity is further enriched by 
the nature of the Hebrew language that does not specify the time of the verbal 
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tense, while showing readily whether the action is complete or incomplete. 
The temporary uncertainty in Jacob’s testament is to remain as an exegetical 
challenge, but in the midst of the poetics of ambiguity, the passage amalgamates 
the disastrous past induced by violence with the future clouded by violence.
As part of the modern historical critical study, Genesis 49 has benefited from 
the form critical studies that promise access to the meaning of the text through 
the discernment of its genre and Sitz im Leben, a recurring text-shaping context 
in life.  Genesis 49, which Hermann Gunkel considers “the most important 
chapter in the Old Testament” for the study of earliest history of Israel,(6) has 
seen a flourish of form critical titles including blessing, testimony, oracle, and 
testament.  These form critical observations offer varying degrees of insight into 
the role the theme of violence plays in Genesis 49.
The most common designation of blessing for the chapter has proven to 
be the most problematic.  The concluding redactional remark in v 28 declares 
that “this is what their father said to them when he blessed them, blessing each 
one of them with a suitable blessing”(7) (emphasis added).  The redactor’s note 
functions as the basis of the commonly assigned title of the blessing of Jacob 
for Genesis 49:1-27.  Yet, even a cursory reading invites a question, as some 
parts seem to border on curse than on blessing.  As Gerhard von Rad points 
out, “This collection of aphorisms is commonly called ‘Jacob’s blessing.’  But 
this designation is not quite apposite, for the twelve are not really blessed.”(8) 
E. A. Speiser concludes that “[t]he traditional designation of this poem as the 
‘Blessing of Jacob’ is a misnomer,”(9) unless one makes a theological disclaimer 
that all blessings are inherently mixed.  In the forty-ninth chapter of Genesis the 
blessings are unevenly distributed and smack of “political propaganda to advance 
some tribal claims at the expense of others.” (10)  It appears that Genesis 49 is 
anything but blessing.  Neither a ‘testimony’ nor an ‘oracle’ yields additional 
significant exegetical insight or jibes all too well with the narrative framework 
of the poem.  Above all else, the category of testament caters best not only to 
the narrative context, but also to the contents of the sayings.(11)  While a blessing 
commonly anticipates benevolence, the testament of the patriarch relieves 
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the speaker of such a constraint of the genre.(12)  In a testament that invites the 
patriarch to express his heart-felt matter, Jacob, the perishing patriarch, presents 
a delicately balanced picture of the utility and futility of violence in the lives of 
his children in his parting words of testament.(13)
II. Genesis 49 in the Narrative Context
Many commentators sidestep the task of dealing with the chapter in their 
study of the Joseph Narrative, as they set aside the passage as an anomaly that 
has a tenuous relationship with the surrounding narrative world.(14)  The thesis of 
this article suggests a solution to the redactional conundrum, as it points out that 
violence does not only constitute a recurrent theme in the testament of Jacob in 
Genesis 49, but also links the chapter with the rest of the patriarchal narrative 
(Genesis 11-50), as well as with the Joseph Narrative (Genesis 37-50).  
Other parallels of tribal sayings in Judges 5:14-18 and Deuteronomy 33 
are admittedly better informed by their context.  Whereas Genesis 49 stands 
out for its uneven pronouncements on the brothers that interrupt the novella 
of Joseph, Judges 5:14-18 commends the participation of Ephraim, Benjamin, 
Machir (Manasseh), Zebulun, Issachar, and Naphtali or condemns the non-
participation of Reuben and Gilead (Gad, the other half of Manaseh, Dan, and 
Asher) in Deborah’s war for the confederacy of Israel in Judges 4.  For its 
surrounding chapters Deuteronomy 33 provides a theological underpinning, as it 
narrates how God made the settlement possible in order to “rally the nation anew 
around the banner of the Mosaic institutions, and to awaken in it a fresh and 
vivid consciousness of the happiness implied in its being Jehovah’s people.”(15) 
Genesis 49 does not appear to have any comparable connection with the 
surrounding chapters.
Nonetheless, the poem in chapter 49 has a series of connecting points with 
the early parts of the book of Genesis.  Some of Jacob’s sayings clearly refer to 
early parts of the patriarchal narrative (Reuben, Simeon and Levi), and possibly 
to the other parts of the Joseph Narrative (Judah and Joseph).  Sometimes 
Jacob’s testament does not display a smooth narrative connection with the 
40 41
Deconstruction of Violence in Jacob’s 
Testament (Genesis 49)
immediate context of the Joseph story or the larger context of Genesis 12-50 
(for example, Benjamin).  Virtually all of the identifiable links with the previous 
parts of the book of Genesis, however, involve previous incidents of violence.
As it recalls the previous situations of conflict, Genesis 49 approaches the 
issue of violence as an area in which each tribe has to assume responsibility for 
its conduct of brutality.  The poet brings this point to light by leaving Jacob’s 
testament in Genesis 49 virtually devoid of theological intervention except in the 
oracle for Joseph.(16)  The chapter contains no mythical rendition of divine rescue 
from disaster or a divine retribution for moral failure, preserving a distinctive 
feature of the Joseph Narrative, in which God reveals the divine will only 
through visions and dreams and remains within the limits of the conversations 
among the dramatis personae.  Even with its prominent theological emphasis, 
the saying for Joseph (vv 22-26) continues to confine the deity to the patriarch’s 
lips and to keep God away from intruding into the narrative matrix.  The children 
or the tribes of Israel will reap the consequences that their own violent actions 
are bound to bring to them.  In the poem of Genesis 49, which “seems to be 
intended to be a high point of the toˉle˘dôt yacaqoˉb…, if not the whole book 
of Genesis,”(17)  Jacob’s testament metes out praise or blitz to the eponymous 
children of Israel out of its strategic location in the Torah.
III. Violence Condemned
The presentation of the children of Israel in Jacob’s testament is dictated 
by the mixture of the order of their birth and the order of the birth mothers of 
the children of Israel, namely Leah, Zilpah, Bilhah, and Rachel (29:31-30:24; 
35:16-18).  Four of the Leah tribes, Reuben, Simeon, Levi, and Judah make the 
top of the list following the order of their birth.  The Rachel tribes of Joseph and 
Benjamin appear at the end in the same way.  
The order of birth is not strictly observed in the passage, however, as the 
poem features Zebulun, Issachar, Dan, Gad, Asher, and then Naphtali, while their 
births would put them in the order of Dan, Naphtali, Gad, Asher, Issachar, and 
Zebulun.(18)  The reason for transposition may have been purely poetic, for the 
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present order forms a chiastic structure in the sequence of Dan (born of Bilhah), 
Gad (born of Zilpah), Asher (born of Zilpah), and Naphtali (born of Bilhah) 
within the outer ring of Leach’s children in the front and Rachel’s at the end.(19) 
The fact that the sequence of the wives of Jacob makes a chiastic structure in 
the order of (1) his first wife and her maid and (2) his second but favorite wife 
preceded by her maid shows that the redactor is familiar with the marriages of 
the ancient Figaro.
Within the constraints of the order of their birth and birth mothers, there 
seems to be another consideration in the presentation of the sons of Israel. 
The disqualification of Reuben from the prestige of the firstborn and the 
condemnation of Simeon and Levi on the ground of their violent behavior stand 
out in contrast with the elevation of Judah, as the poet sets out to “discredit 
Judah’s three older brothers and, in doing so, to explain Judah’s ultimate position 
of authority of among them.”(20)  
When the first triad of brothers, Reuben, and Simeon and Levi, is evaluated, 
Jacob’s touchstone is the nature of violence they perpetrated in their life.  It is in 
the sayings for these brothers that violence is condemned in terms that couldn’t 
be clearer.
The oldest son Reuben is celebrated as the first born (be˘koˉrî) that represents 
the father’s vigor and strength.  The repetition of ‘excelling’ (yeter) in the next 
stich, “excelling in rank and excelling in power” (yeter s´e˘’eˉt, we˘yeter caˉz) 
highlights the overflowing of ascendancy Jacob enjoyed with the birth of Reuben 
or the same expected of the firstborn son, but the celebration lasts merely 
for only one verse.  The son, who is supposed to rise up, is now condemned 
as “unstable as water,” which portrays him as untrustworthy, chaotic, and 
threatening.  The positive word of excellence yeter is deconstructed in a word 
play that features a verb from the same root of the verb ‘to excel’ ytr, as Jacob 
says, “… you shall no longer excel (’al-tôtar from ytr).”(21)  
Jacob’s burst of displeasure is apparently in reference to Reuben’s act 
in lying down with Bilhah, his father’s concubine, in Genesis 35:22.  John 
Marshall Holt cites one of the legal texts from Nuzi that may offer a parallel to 
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the incident.  The Nuzi text contains the testimony of Tarmiya, to whom his aged 
father gives his female slave, possibly his concubine, Zululi-Ishtar.  Holt cites the 
passage as an example of “the warm and loving side” of Mesopotamian fathers, 
but the perimeter of testimony itself suggests that this is a rather extraordinary 
case.(22)  Reuben’s case, however, has no prior arrangement of care by the father. 
The note of desecration that incriminates Reuben’s action is altogether absent 
from the Nuzi text.
The laconic way in which Reuben’s advance to Bilhah is reported in Gen 
35:22 may indeed show “the writer’s horror at it” and refusal to “pander to 
the prurient by going into sensational details.”(23)  The narrator adds a terse 
notation that “Israel heard” without offering any ethical evaluation or expression 
of displeasure on the part of Jacob.(24)  Does Jacob’s silence suggest fear?(25) 
Gordon Wenham posits a parallel in David and Joab in 1 Kings 2; however, the 
Deuteronomistic Historian of 1 Kings does not offer a reason for David’s delayed 
recompense, either.  While the emotional state of violated fathers remains 
unknown, one can only imagine a picture of parents torn between the demand of 
justice and the doting of their issue.  As if this were a family secret they won’t 
take to the grave, both make a call for remedy at their deathbed, turning it into 
an issue later generations have to deal with.
In Gen 49:4 Jacob condemns Reuben’s act that can be construed as a 
challenge to the parental and patriarchal authority that disrupts the order of 
the universe.  The father’s assessment is expressed in the choice of the word 
h. illaltaˉ, which commonly refers to the pollution of the sacred.(26)  Reuben’s 
action demands redress, so he is divested of the status of the firstborn.  Violence 
has such a canceling power that the firstborn’s blessing is thereby undone.(27)
In the last portion of the oracle in v 4, the MT suddenly introduces a third 
person speech (“because he went up to my bed”), as if “Jacob turned from 
addressing just Reuben to all his sons.”(28)  The LXX and other versions have 
removed the sudden shift in the personal pronoun by making it an address to the 
second person; however, the shift in pronouns in the MT has a dramatic effect—
whether originally intended or not —of having Jacob shun Reuben theatrically 
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and exposes his guilt publicly.  
The sayings for Simeon and Levi follow those of Reuben naturally—both in 
the order of birth and in the nexus of violence that bridges the two sayings.  The 
violent nature of Simeon and Levi is presented as an action of ’ah.îm “brothers.” 
While it is a rather peculiar note in the light of the fact that all of the twelve 
are brothers, the designation underscores the collective nature of their act of 
violence.  Up to this point in the book of Genesis, Simeon and Levi have been 
singled out as a pair only once before, and that was over the incident of violence 
in and to Shechem.  Now Jacob singles them out again as “brothers”—as a 
gang—in order to recall the violent acts perpetrated by the two conspirators in 
the massacre of Shechem in Genesis 34.
While Reuben’s breach of conduct in chapter 35 has gone without any 
clear comment up to chapter 49, the collective violence committed by Simeon 
and Levi had been commented in 34:30.  In response to what the two brothers 
and conspirators had done, Jacob said to Simeon and Levi, “You made me 
turbid.  You made me fetid to the inhabitants of the land, the Canaanites and the 
Perizzites.  I am few in number.  If they are united against me and attack me, my 
family and I will be destroyed” (translation mine).  Strikingly, Jacob’s assessment 
of their violent act is not based on any ethical standard.  Their conduct is foolish 
in terms of external relations and foolhardy from a strategic viewpoint.  It is 
rather the two brothers who make an effort to find a justification of their action 
as a revenge for their sister’s honor (34:31).(29)
It is not strategic savvy or defensible justice that Genesis 49 is concerned 
with.  The two brothers are condemned squarely for violence, which has a 
cosmic, far-reaching impact like the violence that filled the earth in the Flood 
Narrative.(30)  What they have used in the violent act, me˘keˉroˉtêhem, whose 
interpretations vary from the swords (Wenham) to some mercantile ware (Alter), 
is presented as an incriminating piece of evidence.  Mitchell Dahood speculates 
that the instrument of violence may refer to the knife of circumcision, as he finds 
an allegorical reference to the stratagem the two brothers used to immobilize 
the warriors of Shechem.  In that case “Simeon and Levi may be said to have 
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turned the circumcision-knives, which were meant to be instruments of peace 
and union, into tools of violence.”(31)  Simeon and Levi are colluded and corrupt 
in violence.
As if spelling out their charge, their weaponry is further defined as 
paraphernalia of violence (ke˘lê h. aˉmaˉs).  The Hebrew word for violence, 
h. aˉmaˉs, has a much broader semantic range than the English word ‘violence’ 
does, and carries a strong ethical connotation referring to “cold blooded and 
unscrupulous infringement of the personal rights of others, motivated by greed 
and hate and often making use of physical violence and brutality.”(32)  It does 
not only refer to specific acts of violence, but also draws out the debilitating 
ambience of terror.
Jacob places the two brothers/conspirators into one fold, only to cast them 
away as one.  The two share the will and weapons of violence.  They are in the 
same council (soˉd) and the same assembly (qaˉhaˉl).  As a pair they are joint 
captives of anger and rancor.  Jacob’s words in 49:6 (translation mine) are 
permutated to underscore the charge.(33)
bsdm ’l-tb’ npsˇy
bqhlm ’l-th.d kbdy
ky b’pm hrgw ’ysˇ
wbrs.nm cqrw-sˇwr
As for their council I don’t want it!
About their gathering I am not happy!
In their anger they murdered humans.
At their whim they hamstrung oxen.
As they are united in their act of willful violence guided by unrestrained anger, 
they are joined in their condemnation and excommunication.  Jacob pronounces, 
“Cursed be their anger, for it is fierce” (v 7a).  The ultimate result of anger-
fed violence is their dispersion, which mirrors the state of their union in the 
perpetration of violence.  When Jacob says, “I will divide them in Jacob, and 
scatter them in Israel” (v 7b), the outcome of their violence is not only presented 
as a punishment of individual perpetrators, but also as determinants of the future 
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identity of the tribes.  Violence has a far-reaching impact.
Nearly all commentators connect these words with later developments in the 
tribal history of Simeon and Levi.  In the standard historical rendition, Simeon is 
absorbed into Judah and all but disappears, and Levi becomes the tribe without 
settlements (Deut 18:1-2).  Levi’s role is praised in Deut 33:8-11, but it has 
been a matter of debate whether the landless state of Levi has to do with their 
religious vocation, or the tribe becomes the house of priests once they were 
uprooted and dispersed.
The curse on the three brothers is a shocking exception to the very shape 
of the patriarchal narrative, for the dominating motif in Genesis 37-50 is the 
extension of boundless forgiveness that covers all sins of the past and provides 
for the well being of the future.  As Claus Westermann observes, “When crime 
and punishment appear in chapters 12-36, the theme is never expressly that 
of crime leading necessarily to punishment.”(34)  Against this background, the 
condemnation of the three brothers for acts of violence in Genesis 49:3-7 makes 
a stark case of justice in the patriarchal narrative context of Genesis 12-50.
IV. Violence Exposed
As Jacob turns to Judah, the poetic mood shifts drastically.  The section on 
this celebrated son of Jacob represents one of the longest sayings in the chapter, 
and in combination with the portion on Joseph, it takes up the space that adds 
up to one third of the passage.  With the wings of the sheer length of the passage 
Judah soars.  His valor is praiseworthy.  His destiny is secure, as “we have a 
glimpse of the embryonic nation —with the Judah and Joseph tribes destined 
to have preeminence in the south and north respectively.”(35)  The poetic pointer 
illumines the house of Judah.  
The impeccable encomium for Judah in chapter 49 seems to be completely 
oblivious to the acts of violence in which Judah participated against Joseph in 
chapter 37.  One could argue that the selfless act of Judah in chapter 44 covers 
all sins of Judah, and the historical critical exegetes attribute a Judean pro-
monarchic ethos to this patriarchal saying.  Neither contextual pardon nor 
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ideological burden, however, has left the saying for Judah void of references to 
violence, as the following paragraphs will demonstrate.
The tribal saying for Judah (vv 8-12) is presented in three components: 
saying #1 in v 8, saying #2 in v 9, and blessing in vv 10-12.  The first saying for 
Judah in v 8 begins with the blessing of his elevation over his brothers with word 
play on the name of ye˘hûdaˉh and the action of his brothers in yôdûkaˉ.(36)  The 
royal claim to the praise of the subjects of the kingdom is immediately followed 
by the image of subjugation and prostration in v 8b.  
your hand shall be on the neck of your enemies; 
your father's sons shall bow down before you.
While this is a common ancient image of the royal prowess, the picture is not 
exactly that of a king of peace, as it alludes to the threat of violence—the thumb 
that presses down the enemy of the throne and supports the regime.  Homage is 
paid, but only under duress.
In the second saying, Judah is compared with a young lion, a predator. 
Jacob says to Judah, “from the prey, my son, you have gone up” (v 9a).  The 
JPS does not balk at the idea of a violent king in feeding frenzy, as it renders, 
“On prey, my son, have you grown” (v 9a).  The lion, “the king of beasts” (JPS), 
is often featured as royal image in the ancient Near East, and the leading motif 
behind the picture is none other than violence.  Robert Alter adds to the violent 
implications of this verse, when he posits the possibility that the image of lion in 
this verse may refer to the wild beast that tore Joseph in 37:33.(37)
The patriarchal blessing in v 10 is arguably the most debated passage, and 
the standard translations are beguilingly smooth, as one can in the following 
example in the NRSV.
The scepter (sˇeˉbet.) shall not turn away from Judah, 
nor the staff (meˇh. oˉqeˉq) from his feet,
until Shilo (sˇîlô) comes
and the obedience of the peoples belongs to him.
Amongst many interpretive possibilities, sˇeˉbet. and meˇh. oˉqeˉq are usually rendered 
as ‘scepter’ and ‘staff,’ items of royal insignia,(38) but the root of the two words 
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evokes the nuance of military power wielded by the commander in chief.(39)
Many interpreters regard verse 10b as the “most famous crux interpretum 
in the entire OT,”(40) as it features someone or something called sˇîlô. Targum 
Onkelos reads it as “the Messiah,” about which most Targumim agree.(41)  Ibn 
Ezra takes it as the reference to the destruction of Shiloh, which is followed 
by the choice of the tribe of Judah and the house of David (cf. Psalm 78; 1 
Sam 3:19-4:22; Jer 7:12-15).(42)  William Moran parses it as the combination of 
shai (tribute) and lo (to him).(43)  Stephen Mitchell proposes the reading of moˉ
sˇloˉh along with the possibility of the connection with Akkandian sˇeˉlu, “ruler.”(44) 
These diverse proposals point to the political system of tributary mode of 
production, and they share a common denominator, namely, the people’s longing 
for a messianic redemption.  From the animal figures that feature a donkey 
instead of a horse in v 11, the sixteenth century Italian rabbi Ovadiah Sforno 
repeats the same longing that “he will become king in peace” (cf. Zech 9:9).  
Even though the picture of the prince of peace is guided by the Judean 
royal ideology, the verse, even in its sanitized form, permits the images of royal 
violence to bleed through the pages.  The latter half of verse (v 11b) is the cases 
in point.
He washes his garment in wine; 
His vesture, in blood of grapes.
These images have been cited for the abundance of wine, but the choice of words 
in the metaphor stops short of easing the violent image of dipping in blood (cf. 
37:31).  The next stich in v 12a (“his eyes are darker than wine, and his teeth 
whiter than milk”) is commonly taken as a reference to the vigor of the king 
in line with the court language fit for a king, and Wenham cites as a parallel an 
Arabic proverb of “red with wine” as an image of wealth;(45) however, until the 
modern practice of red-eye flights, eyes darker than wine or red with wine have 
no way of escaping the suspicion of drunkenness (cf. Prov 23:29).(46)  Elsewhere 
in the Bible, the root of h.kl behind h.aklîlî ‘dark’ is more often associated with 
confusedness than with luxuriance.  The last phrase of ‘whiter than milk’ may 
be relatively straightforward as the note of royalty and abundance, but the 
